Governments first need to appoint and empower the right people. Particularly important is a chief statistician mandated to work across government agencies to promote data availability, and advocate for the use of data. The Philippines and New Zealand are leading the way by consolidating relevant functions under a central authority and appointing coordinators to negotiate data-sharing agreements across and beyond government departments.
The UN Statistical Commission, founded in 1947, needs reform to support such efforts. It could start by being more inclusive, recruiting new data providers and building trust and common cause among them. For example, civil society groups, scientists and private data providers should be invited to the formal commission proceedings.
Data collectors need clear standards, policies and terminology. These can make or break governments' and private companies' will to collaborate and support a shared mission. For example, the lack of consensus on definitions for natural and human-made hazards means that governments, the UN, researchers, insurance companies and other private entities struggle to share information, despite having committed to doing so under the SDGs, the Paris climate agreement and other international pacts, such as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. Thus, governments cannot accurately measure how many people have been affected by a hurricane or a tsunami, and the UN does not know how much assistance to send. We need to move towards a 'digital ecosystem' that encourages contributions -from citizen science, national institutions and transnational corporations -and collaboration. The goal should be counting everyone and proving everyone counts.
Investing in data generates huge economic, social and environmental returns. Earth observation data from the NASA and US Geological Survey Landsat satellites produce an estimated benefit of US$2.19 billion a year from applications such as smarter land-use planning and more timely responses to natural disasters.
Governments and international donors must boost their investments and make better use of existing resources, in part by establishing ways to coordinate resources that leave no country or region behind.
Four years have elapsed since leaders committed to achieving the SDGs in their countries by 2030. Eleven years remain. Sustainable development will falter without data. We must put national data systems in place, or the SDGs will be little more than feel-good aspirations. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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